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ACBA receives 2019 ABA Partnership
Award in recognition of WILL program
By Shelly Anderson

With no apologies to the proverb purists, the ACBA, and
particularly the Gender Equality Committee, are proclaiming
a twist on a familiar phrase: Where there’s a WILL, there’s
a way.
And now, there’s an award.
The ACBA, represented by Lori McMaster and Elizabeth

Hughes, attended the Aug. 9 ABA’s National Conference of
Bar Presidents Luncheon in San Francisco, where the ACBA
received the prestigious 2019 ABA Partnership Award in
recognition of the WILL program.
The WILL program – the ACBA’s Women’s Institute for

Leadership in Law – not only got the validation that comes
with a national award, but also did it after its first run.
“It’s a culmination of a lot of work over the years, and

something we’ve wanted to do for a long time, so it’s really
satisfying to see it not only done but have people recognize
it,” said Christie Tillapaugh, co-chair of the Gender Equality
Committee.
In 2018, after the years of groundwork Tillapaugh mentioned,

a cohort of 28 women attorneys, most at the five- to eight-
year point in their careers, went through a 10-month
program to help them advance into leadership positions in
local firms and corporate legal departments.
“We were focused on women at executive levels of law

firms and private companies, and here in Pittsburgh we’re
slightly behind the national averages (according to various
statistics and sources),” says Beverly Block, also a Gender
Equality Committee co-chair.
Tillapaugh, Block and McMaster cited the support of the

ACBA, including key assistance from Alysia Keating, 
the Director of Diversity and Gender Equality, and a
relationship with Carnegie Mellon Executive Education for
getting WILL up and running.
It began with an overnight retreat in March 2018 with

speaker Leanne Meyer, Executive Director of the Accelerate
Leadership Center at the CMU Tepper School of Business
and program director of CMU Leadership and Negotiation
Academy for Women. Then came nine monthly three-hour
sessions that incorporated local and national speakers
focused on professional growth areas such as self-assessment,
resilience, finance, internal and external business relationships,
effective leadership and team management.
Finally, there was a graduation where the keynote

speaker was Justice Debra Todd of the Pennsylvania
Supreme Court.

“The fact that this wasn’t simply talking heads giving
information and women writing it down was really a key
attribute to the success,” says McMaster, ACBA President
and a founding member of the Gender Equality Committee.
“It was an extraordinarily interactive, real-time exercise in
leadership development. These women became very close
and remain very close.”
The WILL program took a dual-level support approach.

The cohort gave the women contact with those on a lateral
plane. There also were stewards from within each woman’s
own firm or company, someone a couple of rungs up who
could advocate and offer guidance germane to that particular
workplace.
Tillapaugh calls the latter setup “mentorship enhanced,”

because the stewards often were high enough up the food
chain that the women might not otherwise have had such
access to them.
“There were so many moving pieces to this,” McMaster

says. “This was really the first ever of its type that we’re
aware of in Western Pennsylvania and beyond. It was very
ambitious, and it really does reflect the years of brainstorming
around the question of women’s leadership and how the
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ACBA President Lori McMaster, ACBA President-Elect
Elizabeth Hughes, and ACBA Executive Director David
Blaner receive the 2019 ABA Partnership Award from the
Hon. Pamila Brown (second from right) for the Women’s
Institute for Leadership in Law (WILL). Judge Brown is the
Chair of the ABA Standing Committee on Bar Activities
and Services.



ACBA might be able to very tangibly address it in a way that
was to be very focused on a cohort of women … (who are)
really high-potential attorneys and future leaders in the
profession.”
During or just after the program, five members of the

cohort were promoted to shareholder or director in their
firms, three were promoted in their corporate legal departments,
one began a highly competitive executive MBA program, and
several reported other measures of success, such as successful
first-chairing of litigation, the creation of firm-wide programs,
volunteering for speaking engagements within their
organizations designed around concepts presented in WILL,
and accepting leadership positions in important trade or
community organizations. In addition, several gained
personal milestones, such as getting engaged or married,
having or expecting a child, thereby exemplifying that
professional and personal success are not mutually exclusive.
“We were taking a lot of their time on top of what we know

are extremely busy, challenging, jam-packed times of their
lives,” Block says. “It was really amazing to see some of the
incredible personal accomplishments. 
“We also lost a member of our cohort to ovarian cancer.

We got to see how we also handle life, how we balance life
when we know we’re this group of incredibly driven women
and we know we’re going to encounter these things.”
The organizers feel strongly that WILL can serve as a

template for other organizations, legal and otherwise, to chip
away at the glass ceiling around the country.
“These programs should be widely incorporated into bar

associations,” Block says.
Another WILL program will be held in 2020. The ACBA

plans to begin accepting applications for that cohort this fall.
Information can be found at www.acba.org/WILL or by
contacting Keating at akeating@acba.org. n


